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CHANGE OF EQUAL ACCESS CARRIER 
NOTIFICATION 

This application is a continuation of application Ser. No. 
08/365,616, ?led on Dec. 28, 1994. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates to arrangements for informing 
customers of a change of service or service provider. 
Problem 

In an exemplary problem situation telephone customers 
are alloWed to select a preferred in exchange carrier to serve 
toll calls for Which the caller does not supply a speci?c per 
call selection of a carrier. The selected carrier is effectively 
a preferred carrier used in default of a speci?c indication on 
the call of Which carrier is to carry the call. Provision of 
telephone toll services is a highly competitive business and 
the competitors try very hard to attract customers into 
selecting them as the preferred toll carrier. In practice, the 
preferred toll carrier carries a very large majority of the calls 
initiated by a typical customer so that the selection is 
equivalent to attracting most of the toll business generated 
by the customer. This situation has led to various types of 
abuse Whereby callers are sWitched to a different toll carrier 
Without having a true intent to make the sWitch. Sometimes 
this sWitch is made as a result of deliberate or good faith 
misunderstanding of the sWitched caller’s intentions and 
sometimes the sWitch is made as a result of trickery. An 
example of the latter is a case in Which callers are given 
vouchers for some nominal amount (perhaps 10 dollars) and 
in signing the endorsement of the voucher they sign a 
statement, frequently in small print, that they Wish to be 
transferred to a particular toll carrier. 
A speci?c problem of the prior art therefore is that 

changes in the preferred carrier for providing toll telephone 
service can be made Without a customer having a true 
intention to have such a change made and frequently, the 
customer is not speci?cally informed that a change is being, 
or has been made. A more general problem is that a sWitch 
of type of service provider or type of service in any of a 
number of ?elds are made Without the true intent and 
consent of the party allegedly requesting the change. 
Examples of service providers include local toll provider, 
Wireless service provider, cable TV program supplier, pre 
ferred electric poWer or gas supplier, or appliance mainte 
nance service supplied from a common referral service. 
Examples of services in the ?eld of telephony include a 
service Wherein a customer receives a discount based on 
length of service With a provider or receives a discount on 
all calls of a type in return for a ?at fee paid every month, 
a different local calling plan (e.g., expanded ?at rate 
service), custom calling features (call Waiting, call 
forWarding, three-Way calling), voice mail services, and 
home Wire service (Ameritech’s Line Backer®). 
Solution 

The above problem is substantially alleviated and a con 
tribution is made to the art in accordance With applicant’s 
invention Wherein customers are noti?ed at the time of use 
of a service that the provider or the type of service has been 
changed or is about to be changed. Advantageously, the 
customer receives such noti?cation at a time When the 
customer is about to use the service and usually aWay from 
sources of sales pressure. 

In accordance With one aspect of the invention a customer 
receives an announcement of the change for a de?nable 
period of time and/or a de?nable number of uses of the 
service. This ensures that the customer has ample opportu 
nity to cancel an apparent or alleged request. 
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2 
In accordance With another aspect of the invention, a neW 

service provider or the provider of the changed service 
supplies the customer With a positive validation number and 
the service provider is not changed or the neW type of 
service is not activated until the customer supplies the 
number. In accordance With one preferred embodiment, the 
customer supplies the number in response to a request from 
the telecommunication netWork at a time When the customer 
is requesting the service. Advantageously, such an arrange 
ment gives a high degree of protection against false activa 
tion of a request to change service or to change service 
provider. 

In accordance With another aspect of the invention the 
customer Who receives the announcement is given an option 
to indicate one of a number of courses of action including 
validation of the proposed change, cancellation of the pro 
posed change, deferral of a decision on the proposed change 
or the option of talking to a customer service representative. 
The customer service representative can be selectable to be 
a representative of the old service provider or the neW 
service provider. Advantageously, such an arrangement 
gives the customer a simple Way of validating or canceling 
a request. 

In accordance With another aspect of the invention cus 
tomers are simply given an announcement of a change and 
optionally provided With a telephone number to call in case 
they have any questions or Wish to cancel the change. 
The arrangement can be used for offering customers a trial 

service, and for notifying the customers of a reneWal period, 
because the customers are informed of the service and 
because they have the ability to validate or cancel the 
service. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the operation of 
applicant’s invention; 

FIGS. 2—4 are How diagrams illustrating the method of 
applicant’s invention; and 

FIG. 5 is a layout of customer data in an equal access data 
base for implementing applicant’s invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the operation of 
applicant’s invention. Telephone station 1 and telecommu 
nications terminal 2 are both connected to a local access 
sWitch 3. Either of these stations may receive announce 
ments although the announcement to station 1 is likely to be 
oral Whereas the announcement to station 2 may be in the 
form of data for controlling a video display. Local access 
sWitch 3 is connected to a message processor 4 for supplying 
announcements and to the caller and accepting control 
instructions from the caller. Local access sWitch 3 is also 
connected to a local toll sWitch 5 Which is connected to 
another local access sWitch 8 for completion of local toll 
calls, for example telephone station 1 and a telephone station 
10 connected to local access sWitch 8. 

Local access sWitch 3 is also connected to a toll sWitch 6 
possibly via toll access sWitch (not shoWn) and the toll 
sWitch 6 is connected to another local access sWitch 7 
(possibly via a toll access sWitch, not shoWn) Which local 
access sWitch is connected to a telephone 9 for completion 
of interexchange area toll calls betWeen, for example, tele 
phones 1 and 9. 

Local access sWitch 3 includes a processor 12 for con 
trolling a sWitching netWork 14 and accessing an equal 
access data base 16. The sWitching netWork is used for 
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connecting callers to each other or to the telecommunica 
tions network for completion of calls to telephone stations or 
terminals connected to other sWitching systems. The equal 
access data base contains data for identifying an interex 
change toll carrier for use in completing telephone interex 
change toll telephone calls When the caller does not speci? 
cally request the use of a interexchange carrier (a caller can 
request that a particular interexchange carrier be used on a 
particular call by dialing a pre?x of 10 folloWed by a three 
or four digit identi?cation of the interexchange carrier 
folloWed by the telephone number of the destination). The 
object of the equal access data base is to alloW each 
customer to specify a preferred toll carrier so that calls may 
be completed using this prespeci?ed toll carrier Without 
requiring the customer to dial additional information to 
specify such a carrier. Note that While the preferred embodi 
ment is described in terms of interexchange carrier selection 
the same principles can be used for selecting a preferred 
local exchange area toll carrier or a preferred supplier of 
video services. Note further that While the speci?c embodi 
ment shoWs the equal access data base as being Within local 
access sWitch 3, in other embodiments, a centraliZed equal 
access data base, shared by many sWitches is used instead. 

The message processor comprises a control processor 22 
and an announcement system 24, data transceiver 25, dual 
tone multifrequency receivers 26, speech recognition cir 
cuits 28 and a data base 29. Any of the blocks 24, 25 26 or 
28 are connectable via a small sWitching netWork 30 to 
communications connection 34 to local access sWitch 3. In 
addition the control processor 22 is connected via data link 
32 With the processor of the local access sWitch 12. The 
message processor may supply announcements to the caller 
through an announcement system 24, data for controlling a 
display through the data transceiver 25 and may detect from 
the caller data signals in the data transceiver 25, dual tone 
multifrequency signals in DTMF receivers 26 or speech 
signals in speech processor 28. The announcement system 
can be programmed to respond to user input to provide 
multi-lingual responses. Speech processor 28 may be used 
for example in communicating With dial telephones Which 
generate signals that cannot pass through the telecommuni 
cations netWork; if such telephones are connected to local 
access sWitch 3 via an intermediate sWitching system, then 
dial signals cannot be received in local access sWitch 3. Data 
base 29 provides data for the types of announcements or data 
to be transmitted back to callers and Would include any 
customiZed announcements for speci?c service providers or 
services. 

FIGS. 2—4 are How diagrams illustrating the operation of 
applicant’s invention. The ?rst block of FIG. 2 indicates that 
the customer has gone off hook (action block 202). A local 
access sWitch identi?es the customer using the Well-knoWn 
technique of automatic number identi?cation (ANI) (action 
block 204). The number of the customer is used subse 
quently by processor 12 of local access sWitch 3 to access 
the equal access data base 16 in order to determine Which 
interexchange carrier should carry the call. 

Next, the local access sWitch 3 determines that the cus 
tomer has dialed an interexchange toll call (action block 
205). As noted above, similar kinds of provisions can be 
made for local exchange toll calls. 

In the future, simple local calls may be served by either 
the local telephone company, a cable TV service provider, or 
local Wireless server. Selection of the preferred carrier for 
simple local calls may be made in customer premise equip 
ment (e.g., the set top box used for cable TV), Which is 
programmable externally by one of these carriers. Similar 
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4 
needs exist to notify the customer, if their local preferred 
service provider selection has changed, no matter hoW. 

For emergency calls (“911”calls), all special 
announcements, including those of applicant’s invention, 
are bypassed. 

The local sWitch then accesses the equal access data base 
(action block 206). The data received from this data base is 
then examined to determine Whether the customer’s pre 
ferred toll carrier has changed (test 207). If not, then the 
sWitch and telecommunications netWork processes the call 
normally as in the prior art (action block 208). 

If the preferred toll carrier has changed, then test 210 
determines Whether the customer has validated the choice of 
the changed carrier. If so then the call is processed normally 
as in the prior art (action block 212). If the customer has not 
validated the choice, then test 214 is used to determine 
Whether the announcement period has expired and/or num 
ber of announcements speci?ed for this customer or for this 
sWitch has been reached. If the time interval has expired 
and/or the number of announcements has been reached, then 
the call is processed normally as in the prior art (action block 
216). OtherWise test 220, Which appears in the beginning of 
FIG. 3, is entered. 
The above description is for the situation in Which an 

interchange toll carrier is being changed. Essentially, the 
same ?oW diagram may be used for other changes of 
telecommunications carriers or service. For other types of 
service provider or service changes, the same arrangement 
can be used, and can be triggered by any telephone service 
request. 

Alternatively, for other changes of service provider or 
service, a call to the customer is initiated by the old or neW 
service provider (action block 201). After the customer 
ansWers (action block 203), the subsequent interactions 
betWeen a call processing system and the customer are 
essentially the same, except that no toll call is completed 
since the customer did not initiate such a call. 

Test 220 is used to determine Whether data for validation 
(a validation code) from the subscriber is required. This 
option is likely to be an option for a particular sWitch or, 
effectively, a particular local exchange carrier, or may be 
mandated by rules of a regulatory body. It is also possible 
that in a particular sWitch, the validation code Would be 
required for some carriers but not for others. At any rate if 
such a validation code is required, then an audible or visual 
message or prompt is returned to the caller asking that the 
validation code be supplied (action block 222). Such a 
validation code Would be given to the customer by the neW 
interexchange carrier at the time that the customer agrees to 
change interexchange carriers; for other applications, the 
validation code can be supplied at the time that the caller 
agrees to make Whatever other change is being considered. 
Test 224 checks Whether the code entered by the caller 
matches a code previously recorded for that particular 
customer. If there is no match, the caller is reprompted and 
given another chance. If the caller consistently fails to enter 
the correct code the customer receives a prompt for help 
(action block 233). Test 234 is used to determine Whether the 
customer Wants help, if not, the call is processed normally 
using the old carrier (action block 238). If the customer does 
request help then the customer receives the help (action 
block 236). In the preferred embodiment the help is provided 
through a connection to a customer service representative. 
Alternatively, help may be provided through an oral or 
displayed menu, and visual or voice prompting, With DTMF 
or voice response, and, probably, an operator default. 
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If the code matches, then a veri?cation message is given 
to the caller either through an audible announcement or 
through data for controlling a display at the caller’s tele 
phone (action block 226) and the system recogniZes that it 
has a customer validated service provider change (action 
block 228). The equal access data base is then updated to 
indicate that the customer is noW being served by the neW 
interexchange carrier and the message is turned off so that 
the customer Will not receive subsequent announcements or 
messages about the change of interexchange carrier (action 
block 230). Thereafter, normal call processing of the call 
that Was dialed proceeds (action block 232). 

If no validation code is required (negative result of test 
220) then test 240 is used to determine Whether customer 
feedback is requested. Test 240 has the same basic charac 
teristic as test 220, namely, it is likely to be provided as an 
option in a particular local access sWitch or at the request of 
the neW carrier. If no feedback is requested then the carrier 
change noti?cation is provided in audible or visual form to 
the caller (action block 242). In the preferred embodiment 
the noti?cation Would include the date of the requested 
activation of the change to the neW carrier, an optional 
advertising message, probably for the neW carrier, and an 
indication that if the customer is unhappy about the sWitch, 
he/she should call a speci?ed customer service number. 
Additionally, such an announcement might include a mes 
sage from the old carrier effectively conveying some induce 
ment to encourage the customer to cancel the change request 
or Warning the customer of the draWbacks and/or costs of 
making the change. In addition, this message also has an 
indication that if the customer Wishes to have the announce 
ment stopped, i.e., if the customer is happy With the change 
and does not Want to be annoyed With further 
announcements, the customer can stop the announcements 
through the act of keying a 1. Test 244 then checks Whether 
a 1 has been keyed. If so the announcement is shut off 
(action block 246), the sWitch to a neW carrier is effectively 
validated, and the customer Will not get further announce 
ments. Thereafter, the call is processed normally (action 
block 248). If the customer does not key in a 1, then the 
actions of block 246 are bypassed and the call is simply 
processed normally (action block 248). 

The announcement is selected for the customers experi 
encing a speci?c change. Therefore the announcement can 
include such details as the fact that the customer is being 
given a trial service Which requires acceptance in order to be 
continued, that the customer’s service is up for reneWal and 
requires re-validation, or that the carrier Would like to 
receive feedback concerning the service from the customer 
(such an announcement Would include a telephone number 
of an operator or automatic voice/data entry system for the 

feedback). 
The case in Which customer feedback is requested is 

covered in FIG. 4 Which begins With decision block 260. 
Decision block 260 is used to determine Whether the cus 
tomer’s service provider has already been changed. This 
decision block has the same characteristic as decision blocks 
220 and 240, namely that it is basically at the discretion of 
the local exchange carrier operating the local access sWitch, 
or the keeper of the equal access data base. (In this case it 
Would be in the interest of the changed-to carrier to change 
the service as quickly as possible so that if that carrier 
speci?ed the outcome of decision block 260, the “yes” leg 
is most likely to be requested.) 

If the outcome of decision block 260 is positive, then 
action block 262 provides an announcement indicating the 
change of carrier, the identity of the neW carrier, and 
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6 
providing options to the caller. The options are summariZed 
in action block 264 and include: 1 (accept the change); 2 
(cancel the change); 3 (delay the decision); and 4 (connect 
to customer service because the caller is confused). The 
default in case the caller keys nothing is also a connection 
to customer service. In case the caller keys a 1, then 
announcements are canceled and a record is made of the 
customer’s acceptance in billing records for that caller 
(action block 266). If the caller keys a 2 requesting a 
cancellation of the change, then the records are changed to 
the pre-implementation state so that the customer Will sub 
sequently be served by the previous interexchange carrier, 
and a record is made in the billing records to indicate that the 
customer has canceled the request (action block 268). If the 
customer keys a 3, then the call is simply sent to normal call 
processing (action block 270) and the caller Will receive an 
announcement the next time that the caller dials an interex 
change toll call. If the customer keys a 4 or does nothing 
(timeout), then the customer is automatically connected to a 
customer service representative (action block 272). (If the 
caller calls at a time When no customer service representa 
tives are available, the customer Will receive an announce 
ment indicating the number to call When service represen 
tatives are available.) Appropriate announcements (not 
shoWn) can also be provided if the customer keys a valida 
tion or cancellation code. The announcements for the vali 
dation or cancellation code may include an advertisement 
and/or Warning of costs and bene?ts lost as a result of the 
sWitch or failure to go through With the change, respectively. 

In this speci?c embodiment, four responses, namely 
keyed 1, 2, 3, or 4 are shoWn. In alternative embodiments, 
a larger number of more detailed responses can be used. For 
example, a validation response might be a tWo or three 
character code to ensure that validation is not accidental. A 
feedback loop to ensure the intentional character of the 
customer’s validation or cancellation, and to give a customer 
another chance if the validation response is incorrect, 
enhances the reliability of the procedure. 

In case the result of test 260 is that the service provider 
has not yet been changed, in anticipation of input from the 
caller then the caller receives an announcement (action 
block 280) Which is essentially the same kind of announce 
ment received in action block 262. The customer then keys 
a response (action block 282). If the customer has keyed a 
1 indicating an acceptance, then the records are changed to 
shoW that the neW carrier is the preferred carrier and the call 
is established using the neW carrier (action block 284) and 
normal call processing proceeds (action block 290). If the 
customer keys a 2 indicating a cancellation of the earlier 
request then the request for change is canceled; a record is 
made of the cancellation in billing records and the caller Will 
receive no more announcements (action block 286). 
Thereafter, the call is established using normal call process 
ing (action block 290). If the caller keys a 3 indicating a 
delay in the decision, then the call Will be processed con 
ventionally (action block 290) using the indicated interex 
change carrier Which in this case Will be the old carrier. If the 
customer keys in a 4 then the customer is connected to a 
customer service representative (action block 288). The 
customer is also connected to a customer service represen 
tative (action block 288) if the customer does nothing 
(timeout) or keys some unde?ned response. If the customer 
is to be connected to a service representative, the customer 
may select, based on keyed information, either a represen 
tative of a regulatory agency (to register a complaint), a local 
exchange carrier, the old preferred toll carrier, or the neW 
preferred toll carrier. 
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FIG. 5 illustrates some of the data maintained for cus 
tomers in the equal access data base in accordance With 
applicant’s invention. This data includes the automatic num 
ber identi?cation of that customer, the identity of the old and 
the neW preferred carrier, e.g., the carrier interconnect codes 
of the old and neW preferred carriers, an indication of the 
number of the announcements already given to the caller, an 
indication of the date of change requested by the caller, an 
indication of the date of acceptance of the change by the 
caller, the status of the change (i.e., Whether or not the 
change has in fact been made so that the customer is 
eXpected to be served by the neW preferred carrier and 
Whether the customer has already approved of such a 
change), and the code number supplied to that customer by 
the neW carrier for verifying the customer’s intention to 
make the change. 

It is to be understood that the above description is only of 
one preferred embodiment of the invention. Numerous other 
arrangements may be devised by one skilled in the art 
Without departing from the scope of the invention. The 
invention is thus limited only as de?ned in the accompany 
ing claims. 

I claim: 
1. A method of notifying a customer of a change of 

preferred toll carrier, comprising the steps of: 
receiving a toll call request from said customer; 
testing Whether a recent request for a change of preferred 

toll carrier has been made for said customer; and 
if the recent request for a change has been made, returning 

an indication of said recent request including an iden 
tity of the preferred toll carrier to said customer. 

2. The method of claim 1 Wherein the step of returning an 
indication comprises the step of returning an announcement 
to an analog telephone Without display. 

3. The method of claim 1 Wherein the step of returning an 
indication comprises the step of returning an indication for 
display in a telephone having display capabilities. 

4. The methods of claim 1 further comprising the steps of: 
prior to returning the indication of said request, said 

customer supplying data for validation of the request 
for a change to said customer; 

responsive to receiving said indication of said request, 
returning an indication of validation from said cus 
tomer; and 

Wherein the step of returning an indication of said request 
comprises the step of returning the indication of said 
request only if the step of returning an indication of 
validation has not been performed previously by said 
customer. 
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5. The method of claim 4 Wherein the step of returning an 

indication of validation comprises the step of keying a 
validation number comprised in said data for validation 
previously supplied to said customer. 

5 6. The method of claim 4 Wherein the step of returning an 
indication of validation comprises keying a response to a 
prompt message. 

7. The method of claims 1 or 2 further comprising the step 

of; 
10 canceling the request for a change by keying data from the 

telephone station of said customer in response to a 
prompt. 

8. The method of claim 1 further comprising the step of: 

15 responsive to signals received from said customer, con 
necting said customer to a service representative. 

9. The method of claim 8 Wherein the step of connecting 
comprises: 

receiving a signal from said customer specifying one of a 
plurality of types of service representatives. 

10. The method of claim 9 Wherein the step of receiving 
a signal comprises: 

20 

receiving a signal from said customer specifying one of a 
customer representative from a service provider for 
Which a request to change from has been made and a 
customer representative for a service provider for 
Which a request to change has been made. 

11. A method of notifying a customer of a change of 
30 service provider or service, comprising the steps of: 

25 

receiving a telephone service request from said customer; 
testing Whether a recent request for a change of service or 

service provider has been made for said customer; 

if the recent request for such a change has been made, 
returning an indication of said recent request, including 
an identity of the service provider to said customer, 
Wherein data for a validation of the request for a change 
is supplied to said customer prior to returning the 
indication of said request; 
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responsive to receiving said indication of said request, 
returning an indication of validation from said cus 
tomer; and 

returning the indication of said request only if the step 
returning the indication of validation has not been 
previously performed by said customer. 

* * * * * 


